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the only key, to the wider culture or civilization of which it is the
artistic or intellectual expression. Inside a national culture of this
narrower type, one art or skill may be predominant, either by
influencing all the other arts or skills or simply by being the thing
that the nation and its neighbours agree is done best or is best worth
doing* And it is sometimes easy enough to determine what is the
main contribution of a nation to the civilization of the world, or to
determine that there is more than one such major contribution.
It is especially easy to do this in the case of France, France, like
England and unlike Germany and Italy, is a country whose culture
is predominantly literary. In the Middle Ages her greatest con-
tribution to medieval culture was architecture; and it would be
argued by some (but not by me) that her greatest nineteenth and
twentieth century contribution has been painting. But like English,
French culture is a literary culture, Italy is for most people more a
home of the fine arts than of poets; .Germany more the home of
music and philosophy than of prose writers. But France is the
country of many books. The approach to French civilization from
the literary side is imposed by the literary character of the culture
itself. And it comes easily to the English boy or girl, because his
culture is predominantly literary too. Indeed, it is in a way more
literary than is the French culture. For what English Victorian
musicians or artists compare in interest or eminence (each in his
own kind) with Debussy, Gounod or Bizet, with Delacroix, and
C&sanne ? Something is lost in studying French life purely from the
literary side, more than is lost than in studying English life from
that side, but far less than is lost in studying German culture and
omitting Beethoven, Brahms, Wagner, Hegel, or in studying
Leopardi, Carducci, D'Annunzio, Pirandello and neglecting
Rossini, Verdi and Puccini.
A knowledge of French is not only a better instrument for the
understanding of French culture than is a knowledge of German or
Italian, but for an immediate political need of British society, it is
as valuable as English (or American) and Russian. In the great
debate which must follow the end of Hitlcrism, much of the most
valuable discussion will be carried on in French. This is not only
because the French language is and has been for centuries a model
language of discussion, nor because in most departments of life,
except perhaps in pure economics, the richness of the content of